1. Introduction 

Over these past twenty years, a large number of investigations have 
been carried out to identify factors influencing second language (L2) 
learning. Specifically, investigations of the relationship among first 
language (LI) reading skills, L2 reading skills, and L2 proficiency have 
been widely conducted (e.g., Bossers, 1991; Carrell, 1991; Hulstijn & 
Bossers, 1992; Lee and Schallert, 1997), to contribute to the overall 
growth of L1-L2 relation research. 

By contrast, less emphasis has been placed on research concerning 
the interrelationship among LI writing skills, L2 writing skills, and L2 
proficiency. Since studies of the interrelationship are still in the 
beginning stages, they lack consensus on research findings. Moreover, 
the participants’ previous formal instruction in academic L2 writing, a 
possible additive factor of L2 writing overall quality, has not been 
controlled yet in most LI and L2 composition research. Therefore, a 
real need exists to discover the relationship between LI and L2 
composition skills and proficiency of such unskilled writers without 
previous academic writing background. The present study investigates 
the interrelationship among LI writing skills, L2 writing skills, and L2 
proficiency of Japanese EFL college students who have not received any 
formal academic English writing instruction. Such an examination 
immediately brings with it a need to describe as clearly as possible how 
the lively discussion of the relationship has been complicated by the 
many debates and points of view presented in the literature. 

2. Literature Review 

A growing interest in the relation among LI and L2 text quality and 
L2 proficiency has prompted a number of examinations of the 
relationships among English as a Second Language (ESL)/English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL) students in recent years. To date, L2 
composition specialists have argued for a possible relationship between 
LI and L2 overall text quality, but their findings are mixed. Statistical 
analyses that empirically confirm a linear association include studies by 
De Jesus (1984), Cook (1988), Hirose and Sasaki (1994), Sasaki and 
Hirose (1996), Kamimura (2001). De Jesus’s (1984) correlational 
analysis of 344 Spanish-speaking college freshmen learning ESL in 
Puerto Rico reveals that LI writing proficiency is moderately correlated 
with L2 writing proficiency. Cook’s (1988) examination of 24 
Spanish-speaking students enrolled in advanced ESL composition 
classes at an American university also finds a moderately significant 
correlation between their LI and L2 writing quality scores. The other 
two series of statistical investigations setting out to investigate further 




LI (Japanese) and L2 (English) writing relationship were initiated by 
Hirose and Sasaki (1994) in a study of 19 EFL university learners, and 
Sasaki and Hirose (1996) in a study of 70 EFL university students. 

The two studies report statistically significant correlations between LI 
and L2 composition scores to conclude that Japanese EFL learners 
produce compositions of similar quality in the two languages. 

Similarly, Kamimura’s (2001) statistical investigation of 45 Japanese 
EFL students implies that there is an observable relationship between 
LI and L2 composition skills. 

In contrast to these quantitative analyses, the studies by Carson, 
Carrell, Silberstein, Kroll, and Kuehn (1990), Abu-Akel (1997), and 
Pennington and So (1993) reveal data that does not support the L1-L2 
positive significant writing relationship. Carson et al. (1990) report 
that the LI (Japanese or Chinese) and L2 (English) writing scores show 
a weak but significantly positive correlation for 57 Japanese students 
( r = .23) but not for 48 Chinese students ( r = -.019, non-significant). 
Likewise, in a study conducted by Abu-Akel (1995), LI (Arabic or 
Hebrew) and L2 (English) composition scores show a weak positive 
correlation for 55 Arabic participants (r = .23) but not for 45 Hebrew 
subjects (r = .02, non-significant). Pennington and So’s (1993) case 
study demonstrates little correspondence between the LI (English or 
Chinese) and L2 (Japanese) writing quality of six university students 
and fails to find a clear relationship between the two variables. As has 
been argued, the possible existence of the relation between LI and L2 
writing quality is still a controversial issue. 

Another line of research is concerned with the possible relationship 
between L2 proficiency and L2 essay writing skills, but the reported 
findings reveal contradictions. On the one hand, L2 knowledge is 
reported to be one of the explanatory variables playing an important 
role in the successful development of L2 composition skills. 

Cumming’s (1989) study examines 23 selected young adult Francophone 
students in a French (Ll)/English (L2) bilingual program in Canada, 
commenting that “as people gain proficiency in their second language, 
they become better able to perform in writing, producing more effective 
texts” (p. 121). His claim has been supported not only by deep 
statistical investigations of Sasaki and Hirose (1996), but also by 
several case studies (e.g., Jones & Tetroe, 1987; Pennington & So, 

1993). On the other hand, Raimes (1987) reports that learners’ 
compositional performance does not seem to be influenced by their L2 
proficiency (but see Raimes, 1985, for a contradictory finding). 

Though the possible interrelationship between L2 linguistic proficiency 
and L2 compositional performance has been argued by L2 writing 




